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Karl Friedrich Meyer,

1884-1974

by Urs Gessner, Romanshorn, Switzerland

Karl Friedrich Meyer, the veterinarian
scientist, the medical microbiologist and
pathologist,theecologist,theepidemiologist,
the public health promoter, and inspiring
teache-the Swiss genius in the USAwhat an incredibly active, brilliant, and
prodigious personality he was!
This article intends to give Meyer his
due place in the history of Swiss-American
relations in the first half of the 20th century.
It is impossible, though, to fully discuss
Meyer's work from a history-of-science
viewpoint on these pages. (A biography
paying due credit to the person and his
achievements would fill at least one book.)
We mainly draw from Meyer's Oral History Memoirs, 1 from the
biography written by Sabin,2 obituaries written by his colleagues, as
well as from personal communications by one of Meyer's nephews. 3

FAMILY -OVERVIEW
Karl Friedrich was born in Basel, Switzerland, on May 19, 1884,
the son of Theodor Meyer, a cigar merchant, belonging to a very old

1
Karl F. Meyer; Medical Research and Public Health, with recollections by S.S.
El berg, J. Schachter, L. E . Foster, J. H Steele. An Interview conducted by E.T. Daniel in
1961 and 1962. Typo script, 439 p. The Regents of the University of California, 1976.
2 A. D. Sabin. Karl Friedrich Meyer, May 19, 1884-April 27, 1974. Biographical
Memoirs, Vol. 42, S. 268-332. National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America. National Academy Press, Washington D.C., 1980.
3
Dr. Fritz Sulzer, Langenthal, Switzerland.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010

64

1

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 46 [2010], No. 1, Art. 8
Karl Friedrich Meyer, 1884-1974

65

Basler family (Meyer zum Pfeil). His mother Sophie, nee Lichtenhahn,
was a teacher. Karl Friedrich grew up with two sisters.
Meyer was to become a Swiss-American scientist famous for
studying nature, transmission and prevention of animal diseases
transmissible to man. Moreover, he was responsible for improving
industrial hygiene and for training public health doctors. He also was a
consultant to many government agencies.4
He became a US citizen in 1922.
Meyer married Mary Elizabeth Lindsay (1883-1958) on July 16,
1913, in Philadelphia. The two had one daughter, Charlotte, born in
1918 (Mrs. Bartley P. Cardon). Meyer's second marriage (in 1960) was
with Marion Grace Lewis (1916-1998).
He died April 27, 1974, in San Francisco, California.

YOUTH-EDUCATION
The family Meyer lived in one of the big houses on the
"Rheinsprung" in Basel, built on the left bank of the Rhine, not far
from the cathedral of Basel. Below the house, on the steep incline
down to the river, there was garden with a copse, ideal for young Karl
to chase around with his dogs, to sharpen his eyes observing animals
and plants. His mother insisted that he always observe attentively and
exactly what he saw, and to reflect on it. Meyer commented later that
he thus developed, as a boy, his talents for examining and recognizing
the interplay among different animal groups, their natural habitats, food
:hains, etc. This faculty proved to be an invaluable asset for his later
Jrofessional work.
Father Meyer took his son along on extensive hikes through the
;wiss Alps and on mountain climbing tours. Karl developed into a well
mined, athletic young man. He became an ardent mountain climber and
'cept this passion throughout his life. He was also an excellent fencer, as
Nell as an oarsman, and an accomplished horseman.
In the Gymnasium Meyer was mostly interested in biology. And
rery early his independence and talents for leadership showed. He later
elated that he must have been a "pain in the neck" to his teachers. Were
4
A . D . Sabin . Karl Friedrich Meyer, May 19, 1884-April 27, 1974. Biographical
·emoirs, Vol. 42, S. 268-332. National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
:nerica.
National Academy Press, Washington D.C., 1980.
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a class to be boring, he started nonsense of some kind (like making ink
bottles explode). Or he argued with the teachers when he thought their
reasoning illogical or unfounded. At one time, when a teacher assigned
the class to read Moliere's drama The Imaginary Invalid, he persuaded
his entire class to stage the play, which turned out a big success (thanks
to a wise teacher).
Meyer began his university studies in Basel in zoology, but soon
moved to Zurich to be independent and because the parties the student
fraternity threw were too wild for him. He then studied for two years
in Zurich (1903-1905), first concentrating on physics, chemistry, and
botany. Then, he continued with anatomy, physiology, and biochemistry,
and went on to Veterinary School in order to learn more about animals.
There, he found an outstanding mentor, the professor of comparative
anatomy and pathology (Heinrich Zangger, who later was the first
professor of Legal Medicine in Zurich); Zangger fostered him greatly.
Meyer was allowed to work on projects of his own choice. And he was
deeply impressed by Zangger's knowledge and social consciousness.
Zangger later made it possible for Meyer to go to Munich to work with
other leading scientists of the time (Friedrich von Mueller and others).
Back from Munich, Meyer went, again on Zangger's advice, to the
Veterinary Department at the University of Berne where he could
continue his own research and work towards a degree in Veterinary
Medicine (under scientists like Kolle and Langerhans, the latter famous
for his discovery of the insulin-producing cells of the pancreas). The
School of Veterinary Medicine of the University of Zurich accepted his
doctoral thesis. He received the degree in 1909 when he was just 24
years old.
It may be added at this point, that Meyer (much later in 1924)
obtained a Ph.D. degree by the University of Zurich, in zoology
(bacteriology). During a sabbatical leave from California, he wrote a
dissertation that was readily accepted by the University of Zurich.

SCIENTIFIC CAREER

1) South Africa, 1908-1910
Meyer found his first employment in South Africa. The Transvaal
Department of Agriculture in the (then) Union of South Africa had
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010
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just established a large, special Institute devoted to research in public
health and farm animal diseases, the latter being important for the
economy of the country. The first director of the institute was another
Swiss veterinarian, Arnold Theiler (from Lucerne, 1867-1936, father of
Max Theiler, the Nobel Prize winner), famous for having successfully
combated the so-called rinderpest, African horse sickness, and many
other viral and bacterial infections of livestock.
Theiler employed Meyer as pathologist (i.e. to study and diagnose
diseases by examination of organs, tissues, body fluids, and whole
bodies). In this function he autopsied hundreds of animals and developed
outstanding dexterity in doing this. (The story goes that once he bet
colleagues that he could do a complete autopsy of an elephant, dressed
in his tuxedo, without assistant and without a drop of blood on his shirt.)
He became an exceptional expert getting the most out of carefully carried
out autopsies, something he (later) taught and "hammered home" with
hundreds of students in California.
In addition, Meyer had to develop vaccines: one against rabies,
another to protect cattle against pleura-pneumonia, a disease with
devastating consequences for the farmers, etc. In these studies he
discovered a hitherto unknown type of the germ (now known as a
mycoplasma) causing the disease. Moreover, he was able to answer one
important question as to the lifecycle of the parasite causing African
East Coast fever. And he showed that cattle could be protected against
the illness that used to kill a great many animals. This was an important
completion of previous work done by Theiler and others.
It is known that Meyer after work in the laboratory spent quite
some time horseback rid in - or walking long distances- through the
country, doing fieldwork, visiting farms stricken by diseases or just to
get to know the countryside.
Meyer's research, undertaken mostly on his own scheme, led to
further discoveries. This, and his initiative to build up a museum (of
tissue specimens, etc.) contributed to the Institute's fame and leading
role in its field.
However, after two years in South Africa, Meyer returned to
Switzerland (partly also because he and Theiler, both being strong
personalities, did not get along very well). A short time later, a stroke
of luck brought him in contact with an American diplomat who had
:;onnections to the University of Pennsylvania. And very soon, Meyer
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
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was offered a position as an assistant professor at the Veterinary Schoo)
of the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia.

2. University of Pennsylvania, 1910-1913
Meyer had to teach pathology and comparative pathology at the
Veterinary School of Pennsylvania. Soon he became perturbed by badly
prepared students. His open and gruff way of handling the students got
him into some trouble. It took a while for the faculty to appreciate that
his harsh criticism always was well founded. But both sides did not
remain very happy, though.
Nevertheless, the faculty soon promoted Meyer to full professor,
and put him in charge of the diagnostic section of the Laboratory and
Experimental Farm of the Pennsylvania Livestock Sanitary Board where
he stayed for two years. At that time, he was 27 years old.
In the laboratory, Meyer started using new methods in pathology,
e.g. improved techniques of cultivating bacteria, working with small
animals, etc. His research took several directions. He worked on
glanders, a bacterial disease in horses, mules, etc. which first affects the
mucous membranes. It may be lethal, and is also dangerous to humans.
Then, he once found the fungus responsible in sporotrichosis. This is a
chronic infection of the skin caused when thorns of roses, or sharp pine
needles, carrying the fungus, puncture the skin.
Moreover, Meyer helped to elucidate the transmission of the
bacteria causing a contagious abortion disease of cattle and also
infecting humans via un-sterilized milk, causing (possibly lethal) fever.
This is brucellosis, a disease that he continued working on in California
(s. below).
Other studies of Meyer's included the cause of epizootic (sudden
and locally occurring) abortion in mares. It was here, at the University of
Pennsylvania, that Meyer isolated a virus causing encephalitis in horses
(sometimes called "sleeping sickness" of horses). He would continue
this very important work in later years.
Already in these early years it became clear, that Meyer never
just stayed in the laboratory. He wanted to put his expertise to practical
use, to the benefit of the people. So he soon consulted with the Milk
Commission working on laws to certify milk quality. And he helped to
tackle the rabies problem that was quite prevalent around Pittsburgh.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010

5

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 46 [2010], No. 1, Art. 8
Karl Friedrich Meyer, 1884-1974

69

3. University of California at
Berkeley and San Francisco
Meyer's boss in Philadelphia called his attention to the (then) new
developments at the University of California in the San Francisco area
that clearly seemed to offer ideal opportunities for him. The University of
California at Berkeley planned to set up a new Department of Pathology
at the Medical School. Moreover, a very special research institute was
to be opened shortly in San Francisco. The concept was to install "The
Rockefeller Institute of the West." The George Williams Hooper Institute
for Medical Research was in fact the first medical research foundation
in the United States incorporated into a university, i.e. The University of
California Medical Center in San Francisco. The institute (endowed in
memory of George Williams Hooper, San Francisco, lumber merchant
and philanthropist) was formally opened in 1914. Its first director was
George F. Whipple who later won a Nobel Prize. (In what follows, the
institute will be called "the Hooper".)
Meyer moved to California in 1914 after hard negotiations to
ensure he would be able to do research and to teach the way he saw it
best. His plan soon proved successful and rewarding for him-and many
others. In California, where he stayed for the rest of his life, he was
able to pursue his life's goal. His personality, his enormous knowledge
combined with his energy and extraordinary drive, were just what was
needed to tackle the many pioneering tasks.
Meyer's main contributions and achievements during the 60 years
in California were founded on his holistic, ecological approach. In each
case, as a generalist, he simultaneously covered many related areas,
concentrating on the interactions and interdependencies of the many
factors involved. These areas encompassed:
(i) disease agents: biology (of the germs), habitat, hosts (i.e.
carriers of germs), transmission to man, infectiousness, etc
(ii) diseases in man and animals: diagnosis, therapy, and pathology
(iii) public health: training programs, laws regulating food safety;
prevention
(iv) education
In all of this, Meyer was involved in and contributing to a multitude
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
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of professional societies in the field. Moreover, he served on editorial
boards of several professional journals. Thus, he kept in close contact and
co-operated with many other leading medical microbiologists, medical
doctors, leaders in public health, and agencies of public health.
The obituary of Meyer, published by the Academic Senate of the
University of California, emphasized one additional of Meyer's basic
characteristics: "His work was not only of the highest standard and
distinction but the problems he undertook were clearly in response to
his deeply felt humanitarianism and sense of obligation and duty to the
community and society." 5

TEACHING
In 1914, Meyer began teaching courses in medical bacteriology
at the Berkeley Medical School. His lectures, always most diligently
prepared, were all brilliant, dynamic, captivating, and demanded a great
deal from all students. He was known for lecturing well past the allotted
time, but no one complained. Meyer always combined the lectures with
intensive practical laboratory work.
It is enlightening to read what one of Meyer's co-workers [5]
later wrote: "During the 30s he embarked upon a period of major
experimentation in teaching techniques which utilized films he had
prepared, lantern slides, and "living demonstrations" of the material he
was discussing. He showed the instrumentation developed by the great
figures in bacteriology and the kinds of experiments they had carried
out to answer the great questions in microbiology. As he spoke, a series
of lecture demonstrations were performed and material was distributed
throughout the class by his lecture assistant, a veritable Sorcerer's
Apprentice. The room would be alive with a clatter of tubes and petri
dishes moving around from hand to hand, replicated sufficiently that no
student waited long for the particular material to examine; meanwhile,
Dr. Meyer would be advising what to look for, referring to huge wall
charts he or his demonstrator had prepared. Then, suddenly calling for
the slides, the room would be darkened with a crash as the shades over
the lightwell moved into place after he pressed the famous hidden button,

5

Saunders, J. B . de C.M. and Shaw, E .B. Karl Friedrich Meyer, Pathology,
Microbiology: San Francisco. In Memoriam ; Calisphere , pp 80-86, March 1976.
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and an array of slides, illustrating the highlights of the topic, practically
from the dawn of man, would be shown. As one student once wryly
remarked during an extra evening session; "Ye Gods! It's midnight and
KF is only up to the 16th century!"
That was the way he wanted it. It was unconventional, but in
the end most effective and useful. His lectures soon were famous and
attracted great numbers of students (also from outside of medicine).
It is known that many .a former student who had taken his courses
remembered his teaching for the rest of his or her lives. 6 Some of his
colorful descriptions were unforgettable, and became legendary. He
would describe different lung lesions as "looking like raspberry jelly"
1r as "having the consistency of cream cheese."
Starting in 1915 Meyer began his work at the Hooper and
commuted three or four times a week to teach at Berkeley. He first had
an appointment as Professor of Tropical Medicine in San Francisco. He
became acting director of the Hooper in 1921 , and director in 1924, a
post he held until his retirement in 1954. The Medical School at San
Francisco appointed him (1924) to Prof. of Bacteriology and to Prof. of
Experimental Pathology ( 1948). Here he organized the new Department
of Bacteriology as he did at Berkeley.

RESEARCH-ACHIEVEMENTS
A selection of concise overviews of Meyer's impacts on the
understanding, treatments, and prevention programs of disease areas
he worked in are presented below. From today's world of superspecialization, it is difficult to comprehend how broad his knowledge,
achievements and impact were. At one time in his life he was generally
considered the world's leading authority in most of these subjects.

(i) Brucellosis
Brucellosis is a class of infectious diseases, primarily in domestic
animals causing abortion and other veterinarian problems. Milk of
infected cows, if not sterilized, may transmit the highly contagious
6

A. D. Sabin. Karl Friedrich Meyer, May I 9, 1884-April 27, 1974. Biographical
1emoirs , Vol. 42, S. 268-332. National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
,merica.
National Academy Press, Washington D.C., 1980.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
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microorganisms to humans. The result is the so-called undulating fever
that may be lethal. (Today, the disease may be found in developing
countries.) Different species of this kind of bacteria exist (in different
domestic animals). Meyer contributed significantly to the understanding
of the broad spectrum of the disease forms. And he suggested classing
the various species of bacteria into one family (genus), formally named
Brucella, to honor the discoverer, Sir David Bruce (microbiologist and
pathologist; 1855-1931). Meyer also worked on tests and treatments of
the diseases. As a member of the San Francisco State Milk Commission
he helped to upgrade the hygiene in the milk industries.
(ii) Botulism

Botulism is a severe paralyzing disease caused by food poisoned
by a special microbe. The microbe, Clostridium botulinum, is a bacillus,
which can persist in the environment in the form of spores. When suitable
conditions exist (moisture and nutrients) the spores germinate and the
organism grows and replicates, and when it grows it produces one of
the most potent poisons. These germs have been found on vegetables
like olives, beans, asparagus, as well as in fruit, fish, etc. The botulism
bacillus, existing in many dry and dusty regions of the world, is not
infectious. But the processes aimed at killing bacteria often do not kill
its spores, i.e. the highly resistant form of the bacillus. This is most
important in canned food if not properly sterilized.
The poison causes paralysis; it injures the nervous system
together with the muscles, and may be fatal. Meyer got into work on
botulism after 1913, when home-canning became popular during the
war, and sterilization techniques were not sufficient. Around 1920, the
entire canning industry in California (whose business in canned food
then amounted to almost a billion dollars) was in jeopardy because
many deaths occurred throughout the country due to lack of proper
sterilization in the canneries. Meyer then convinced the National
Canners Association to fund research to develop safe canning methods,
and to support inspections of canneries to assure accurate sterilization
procedures were carried out. Sterilization methods were developed
and standards were formulated to ensure safe industrial processes of
sterilization. Meyer was instrumental in founding a research institute,
financed by the canning industries and directed by him from 1926 to
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010
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1930. A canning research laboratory existed in the Hooper until the
1980s. Meyer continued consulting with the industries until his death.
Thus, he deserves the credit for developing safe canning procedures, for
realizing effective control over industrial hygiene, and the prevention of
botulism.
Meyer also investigated what are called arbovirus diseases.
Several diseases transmitted from animals to humans are due to a group
of viruses carried by mosquitoes. Mosquitoes belong to the 'animal
family' (technically a 'phylum') called arthropods; hence the viruses
:arried by them are _arthropod-home. Different arboviruses may cause
iiverse diseases. Here, we summarize examples of Meyer's outstanding
iiscoveries in this area.

Jii) Equine encephalitis
In the early 1930s, thousands of horses in California suffered and died
from a paralytic disease, later called western equine encephalitis. Meyer
claimed that it was of viral origin. His epidemiologic studies (covering
nany regions in the US) seemed to confirm that. He also isolated the virus
1sing some adventurous fieldwork and clever laboratory methods. Later
it became clear that the virus can also infect humans causing encephalitis,
sometimes with deadly complications. Meyer and his colleagues at the
Hooper later demonstrated that mosquitoes pick up the virus from chicken
md (migratory) birds and transfer it to man and to horses. It also became
:lear that the disease is common near irrigated fields where mosquitoes
1bound. Meyer therefore qualified encephalitis as a man-made disease.
Subsequently, a vaccine for horses was developed. And it turned out that
the isolation of the virus by Meyer led to the discovery of similar kinds
causing other types of encephalitis in man. (Other microbiologists found
related types of viruses in other animals than horses.) Effective mosquito
control was the key to minimizing this problem.

(iv) Yellow fever
Yellow fever in man is caused by (another group of) viruses
•orne by mosquitoes that are infected from monkeys and other jungle
nimals carrying the germ. The viruses are deposited with the saliva of
'le mosquitoes through the human skin. In humans, the viruses cause
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
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severe fever and affect liver, heart, kidneys, and adrenal glands. The
disease may lead to death.
During the years of World War II a vaccine against yellow fever
was used in the Armed Forces that produced (unexpectedly) adverse
reactions such as jaundice. Meyer stepped in, discovered mistakes in its
production and helped producing a safe and effective vaccine.

(v) Plague
Plague, or pest, greatly feared in the old days, is caused by a bacillus
broadly distributed in wild rodents (rat, squirrel , mice , chipmunks,
marmots, and others). The fleas, infesting the rodents, also carry the
microbe and transmit it not only from animal to animal, but also to man.
Many things about pest were known in Meyer's early days, but not
sufficiently well. Meyer always had been interested in "black death ." He
conducted a great many investigations on the nature of the bacillus, the
important function of the different fleas, the epidemiology of the rodents,
the influence of the location of their habitats, its climate and vegetation,
etc. His extensive work finally led him to define general ecological
conditions for outbreaks of plague epidemics. This , in fact, was one of
Meyer's great contributions. With the outbreak of World War II (before
the arrival of antibiotics) the Armed Forces urgently needed effective
and safe preventive measures against the plague (in large Army Camps).
Meyer and his scientists at the Hooper developed an effective vaccine.
It was actually manufactured at the Hooper when the Army needed
vaccines to protect the troops in Vietnam (an endemic area where many
plague cases were seen in local soldiers). The results were excellent; no
epidemic was observed. Meyer went on to develop optimal, effective
therapies using antibiotics, another of his contributions .

(vi) Psittacosis
Psittacosis belongs to a group of infectious diseases transmitted
from birds to man (so-called ornithoses). It was first discovered in
persons handling parrots that carried a special germ i.e. a bacterium,
causing, when transmitted to man, high fever, influenza-like symptoms,
and pneumonia. Later the bacterium was also found in sparrows, pigeons,
hens, turkeys, and sea gulls. Infected birds may show minimal evidence
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010
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,f the illness and thus contain large reservoirs of the bacterium. Meyer
(Solated the agent of psittacosis (i.e. one of the Chlamydia bacteria) and
1.ater also defined antigens.
In the early thirties Meyer fought for interstate embargo on the
!xport of parakeets to stop propagation of the disease. He also was
t"esponsible for California-wide actions to liberate aviaries of infested
oirds. To this goal, the Hooper became a center for testing thousands
)f birds and selecting the ones free of the bacteria, with the result that
5erms and disease largely disappeared from local commerce.
With the advent of antibiotics, the disease can be successfully treated.
Meyer, together with colleagues, developed a system of quarantine and
Teatment for imported birds that was highly effective in minimizing
mportation of psittacosis in pet birds. The incidence of psittacosis declined
1otably owing to the many discoveries in this area by Meyer.

;vii) Mussel Poison (or paralytic shellfish poison)
On the West Coast, poisoning after eating mussel (or other
shellfish) was not uncommon at certain times of the year. Mussels feed
on salt-water plankton. The plankton includes, among many others,
microscopic, simple (unicellular) organisms belonging to a family
called "dinoflagellates". These minute organisms play an important role
in the marine food chain. During their feeding, shellfish will filter large
quantities of water and effectively amass the dinoflagellates. Some
species of the dinoflagellates, however, produce poisons that kill many
fish and may be lethal to man, too. The poison acts quickly. Death often
occurs due to critical breathing problems.
Under Meyer's guidance, methods of testing mussels for the
presence of the poison were developed at the Hooper. And the California
State Department of Health decided (in 1929) to monitor the mussels
closely, and to publicize a ban on harvesting of shellfish, when the
annual appearance of the poison is detected.

(viii) Valley Fever
Valley fever (or California Valley Fever,called Coccidiodomycosis)
ts an influenza-like illness with fever, cough, headaches, muscle pain,
!tc. Some patients fail to recover and develop chronic lung infection
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
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or widespread infection affecting soft tissues, bones, and meninges
(membranes around the brain and spinal cord). The disease is caused
by airborne, fungal particles dwelling in the soil in certain parts of the
southwestern United States and northern Mexico.
Infection is caused-in about half of the people exposedby
inhalation of the fungal particles (known as arthroconidia, a form of
spore). The disease is not transmitted from person to person. The fungal
particles were isolated by Meyer who also thoroughly investigated and
described the epidemiology of the disease.

(ix) Leptospirosis
Leptospirosis is a disease affecting humans and animals. It is caused
by bacteria of the class (genus) Leptospira. In humans it causes a wide
range of symptoms (some infected persons may show no signs, though).
Symptoms of leptospirosis include high fever, severe headache, chills,
muscle aches, and vomiting, and may include jaundice (yellow skin and
eyes), abdominal pain, diarrhea, or a rash. If untreated, kidney damage
may result, as well as meningitis (inflammation of the meninges), liver
failure, and respiratory distress. Death occurs rarely.
Outbreak of leptospirosis arises after exposure to water contaminated
with the urine of infected animals. Many different kinds of animals carry
the bacterium; they may become ill, but sometimes have no symptoms.
Leptospira organisms have been found in cattle, pigs, horses, dogs, rodents,
and other wild animals. Humans become infected through contact with
water, food, or soil containing urine from infected animals. This may
happen by swallowing contaminated food or water, or through skin contact,
especially with mucosa! surfaces, such as the eyes or nose, or with injured
skin. The disease is not known to be spread from person to person.
Meyer's many investigations contributed greatly to the
understanding of the disease. He developed a diagnostic test as well as
methods of vaccination. Among other things, Meyer found about half of
all dogs in San Francisco infected. Later, after Meyer's interventions,
the dog-epidemic disappeared.

(x) Additional Achievements
Many scientists thought that Meyer's outlining and discussion
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010
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of the concept of latent infections was a very significant and wideranging contribution. Similarly, his conception of the (large) reservoir
of microbes in the animal kingdom, bearing dangers to humans, was
very important, too.
In addition, Meyer worked on the effect of air pollution and lead
on livestock, and on typhoid fever (after a spaghetti casserole served
at a church dinner poisoned about 100 people). He also explored the
epidemiology of influenza, looked into malaria, tetanus, influenza, viral
hepatitis, anthrax, as well as common cold, and dental bacteriology.

EPILOGUE
The above review of Meyer's contributions indicates why his
contemporaries considered him to be one of the most prodigious and
prolific scientists in many areas of infectious diseases in man and
animals, the ecology of the pathogens, epidemiology and public health.
He also was responsible for improving laws regulating hygiene in the
food industries and in public health. His training programs in Public
Health in California (and the Western States) deserve a lot of credit.
To boot, he was famous being an excellent and inspiring though very
demanding teacher.
Meyer's extraordinary series of publications and papers presented
at conferences (including talks on the radio) were important parts in
promoting the state of the art. He published as many as 800 articles in
books and scientific journals (of which about 200 were written after his
official retirement).
Meyer was a very strong, towering personality with an extraordinary
lest for an active life. Schachter, his last student and successor at the
Hooper, further characterized the person: "Meyer remained Swiss. He
espoused his adopted country, but never forgot his origins. He never
lost his accent. And everyone he came in contact with knew he was
Swiss. He often reminisced, particularly about mountain climbing,
and in San Francisco, favored visitors who were guests at the famous
dinners hosted at his club, and always joined him in a final toast with the
obligatory bottle of Kirschwasser." 7

7

Schachter, J. Karl F. Meyer; Scientist Dedicated to Service. Bull. Schweiz .
Akad.
Med.
Wiss. 33, 187-199, 1977.
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It is of no surprise to hear that Meyer's interests ranged widely,
including history and, in particular, history of biology. He also was an
accomplished photographer and fascinated by radio in its early days.
Another specialty of his was philately where he concentrated on stamps
honoring scientists and medical doctors. And he was well known as
an expert in the area of disinfected mail, about which he extensively
published. (Mail was, at various times, disinfected to prevent the spread
of disease.) Meyer wrote a book about it, based on his findings, and
included invited contributions by colleagues from around the world.
This book, of 300 odd pages, was the standard source on disinfected
mail for decades.
It is worthy to recall what was said in Meyer's obituary published
by the University of California: "Science and friends alike will miss his
rugged personality, his directness, his genius, his bonhommie, his love of
good company, good conversation, and good wine, and his graciousness.
Those who knew him at close hand rejoiced in his friendship. His
lifelong devoted support was a priceless boon to those who had worked
with him-the 'hand on the shoulder' for many years." 8
And it also may well be repeated what many friends and
colleagues said after his death: Meyer influenced more microbiological
and epidemiological domains than any other scientist of his time; he
was driven by his deep-seated concern for the welfare of the people. A
former student and friend once put it like this: "Meyer would have won
a Nobel Prize if he hadn't worked on so many areas of discovery that
nobody could keep track of all that he was doing." 9
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Academic Appointments
From 1910-1911, Meyer was Assistant Professor at the University
of Pennsylvnaia, and from 1911-1913, he was full Professor of Pathology
and Bacteriology at the School of Veterinary Medicine.
During his years in California, Meyer held the following
appointments: University of California: 1913-1915 Prof. of Bacteriology
and Protozoology; 1915-1924: Assoc. Professor of Tropical Medicine;
1924-1948: Prof. of Bacteriology; 1948-1954: Prof. of Experimental
Pathology; 1954-1974: Prof. Emeritus of Experimental Pathology.
Additional appointments were: 1940-1941: Visiting Lecturer in
Epidemiology, Harvard Medical School; 1940-1954: Lecturer in Public
Health, University of Southern California; 1960: Lecturer in History of
Health Sciences, University of California, San Francisco.

Positions
During the many years in California, Meyer held the following
positions:
1921-54: first Acting Director, then Director, George Williams
Hooper Foundation for Medical Research, U. of C., San Francisco.
1924-1948: Chairman of the Departments of Bacteriology at
University of California, San Francisco, and at the College of Letters
and Science at Berkeley.
1926-1930: Director, Laboratory for Research in the Canning
Industries.
1936-1939: Director Public Health Curricula at the U. of
California.
After retiring in 1954, he was promoted to Director Emeritus and
Professor Emeritus and continued his research to his death in 1974, a
phase during which he kept on working and publishing scientific papers
at his usual high rate.

Consultancies
Meyer served as consultant to a great many State, Federal, international, and also private institutions, of which we cite the following:
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol46/iss1/8
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1948-1974: Board of Public Health, State of California
1920-1974: Southern Pacific Railway
1927-1947: Chief Consultant to the California State Department
of Public Health
1935-1945: Department of Health, City and County of San
Francisco
1939-1950: Board of Health Chicago
1942-1948: consultant on epidemic diseases, and on tropical
diseases to the Secretary of War
1952-1974: Armed Forces Institute of Pathology
1951-1974: Office of The Surgeon General
1940-1950: National Advisory Health Council
United States Public Health Service
1948 and later: consultant to the planning committee for the World
Health Organization (WHO), and to the WHO Section on Communicable
Diseases.

Honorary Degrees
Meyer was honored for his outstanding work by many honorary
degrees, awards, medals, fellowships, honorary memberships or
honorary chairmanships of scientific associations. A selection is listed
below.
1936: Hon. M.D., College of Medical Evangelists, Los Angeles
1937: Dr.med.h.c., University of Zurich, Switzerland
1946: Hon. L.L.D., University of Southern California
1949: Dr.med.vet.h.c., University of Zurich, Switzerland
1952: Dr.med.h.c., University of Basel, Switzerland
1953: Dr.med.vet.h.c., Tieraerztliche Hochschule, Hannover, Germany
1958: Hon. L.L.D.h.c., University of California
1958: Hon. D.Sc., University of Ohio
1959: Hon. D.Sc., University of Pennsylvania

Awards and Medals (a selection)
1946: Sedgwick Memorial Medal from the American Public Health
Association
1951: Lasker Award, Albert and Mary Lasker Foundation, from
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2010
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the American Public Health Association
1956: Walter Reed Medal (US Army)
1964: Goldheaded Cane Award ("The K FMeyer Award," especially
created for Meyer) from the American Veterinary Epidemiology Society
(a society founded in the honor of Meyer)
1970: Bristol Award for Distinguished Achievement in Infectious
Diseases, from the Infectious Diseases Society of America.
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